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Abstract
This paper offers a critical examination of the nature of inequalities in relation to education and
the pursuit of social justice. It argues that assessment of educational resources and measures such
as school enrolment and educational achievement are limited in what they tell us about the
injustices learners may experience. It is proposed that, drawing on Amartya Sen’s capability
approach, we benefit from extending our evaluative space beyond learners’ achievements to
encompass their freedoms to achieve. It is argued that attention should be paid to the relative
value individuals place on these various freedoms. Furthermore, in order to deepen insights into
the multiple factors influencing the development of learner values, and the unequal possibilities
for realising their aspired valued achievements, the discussion also draws on key sociological
concepts from Pierre Bourdieu. The theoretical synthesis leads to the introduction of the
Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework, a conceptual model that illustrates the socially dynamic
processes within which learners and formal educational systems are situated. The principal
aims are to offer an alternative development paradigm and an expanded evaluative framework
to inform local, national and international educational policy and practice.
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Introduction
A central concern of development agendas is how educational processes may contribute
towards greater social justice. The United Nations (UN, 2018: 1) proposes that
. . .education is the key that will allow many other Sustainable Development Goals. . .to be
achieved.1 When people are able to get quality education they can break from the cycle of
poverty. Education therefore helps to reduce inequalities and to reach gender equality.
However, in order to develop a justice agenda, it is necessary to deepen our comprehension
of the nature and causes of present injustices and their relationship to educational processes
and to accept that educational processes are far from benign, leading to oppression as well
as liberation. In specific terms, the core task at hand is seeking insight into education-related
inequalities and this paper foregrounds three spaces in which these inequalities manifest
themselves. First, one can think of inequalities in opportunities to access education. Second,
one might think about inequalities in experiences of education. Third, one might think about
the outcome opportunities afforded to individuals on leaving formal education. Indeed, it is
remarkable that, despite holding similar educational credentials, different individuals are
variously able to negotiate, access and secure particular educational outcomes in terms of
employment and so forth. Furthermore, it is notable that, ‘the places and spaces in which
education occurs are not limited by policy and institutional boundaries but rather overflow
into all areas of life’ (Hart, 2014: 4). Therefore, whilst here the focus is related mainly to the
role of educational institutions, it is crucial to bear in mind that similar processes of advan-
tage and disadvantage are constructed in wider areas of social life. Indeed, 263 million
children and youths are estimated to be out of school globally and yet they face similar,
and perhaps even more pressing, challenges in achieving well-being compared to their
counterparts enrolled in formal education (UNESCO, 2017).
This paper argues that in evaluating present injustices in education we need to critically
re-examine the evaluative measures that are being used. Typically dominant measures relate
to school enrolment (access), literacy and numeracy achievements, examination perfor-
mance, retention (experience) and progression to further education and employment (out-
comes). Figures may also consider inequalities in educational participation and achievement
related to social background, ethnicity, gender and so forth.2 However, understanding of
equity in relation to the opportunities individuals have, versus those they take up, is less well
understood. Moreover, we lack understanding of the factors that contribute to the devel-
opment of aspirations, the emergence of real (rather than imagined or aspired) opportuni-
ties, and the circumstances that lead to their foreclosure. Sen’s capability approach is drawn
upon in this respect to present an alternative pluralistic framework of evaluation that
extends beyond statistics regarding school enrolment, literacy rates, and numbers entering
tertiary education and seeks to understand opportunities to achieve as well as the achieve-
ments themselves. The intention is to position the pursuit of equity in opportunity freedoms,
and the development of those freedoms, as central tenets of a socially just development
agenda. Understanding of the complex contributory social processes is augmented through
the integration of Bourdieu’s sociology to conceptualise the ways that opportunity freedoms
emerge unequally for different individuals and inequalities may be compounded in the
uneven conversion of opportunities into achievements. Combining Sen and Bourdieu’s con-
ceptual tools leads to the creation of the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework, a model first
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developed by Hart (2012) to aid understanding of social justice in relation to widening
participation in higher education in England. Here the framework is further developed in
a broader international educational context. The ensuing discussion aims to consider the
implications for accomplishing greater social justice through local, regional and global
education policy and practices.
Amartya Sen and the freedom to pursue valued lives
Sen (1985) proposed a paradigm shift that broadens attention to include whether an indi-
vidual has the real opportunity to achieve a valued way of living as well as focusing on the
kind of resources that are at their disposal. Indeed, resources, or commodities, in themselves
cannot guarantee that an individual will be able to achieve a valued way of living, although
it might provide a possible means to doing so. Someone with a laptop and Internet access
potentially has the means to communicate with friends or work colleagues in distant places.
However, if they lack the skills to utilise the technology, or they are forbidden from going
online, they may not be able to achieve the desired end. Flaws in evaluations of development
based solely on resources led Sen to extend the dominant focus on primary goods as a means
of assessing advantage, an approach strongly associated with the work of John Rawls3
(Brighouse and Unterhalter, 2011; Rawls, 1971).
Applying Sen’s thinking to education, one might argue that the mere existence of a school
(resource) does not guarantee educational success for a given individual. It depends on how
well suited the resource is to an individual’s needs; for instance, if the language of instruction
is not the one the learner wishes to be taught in, or they fear sexual harassment in school,
then the system falls short. For example, Brighouse and Unterhalter (2011) have noted the
way that lack of toilets and water in schools have a greater impact on girls’ attendance and
Trani, Bakhshi and Biggeri have drawn attention to the low participation of disabled chil-
dren in education in many countries (Trani et al., 2011). On similar lines, UNESCO (2017)
recently reported that ‘across 28 EU countries youths with disabilities were on average twice
as likely to be early school leavers’ (2017: 197). It is clear, therefore, that overall educational
achievement and enrolment tell us little about the extent to which individuals have equal
chances to flourish or the extent to which freedom to learn in culturally relevant ways has
been ensured. Sen argues,
once we shift attention from the commodity space to the space of what a person can, in fact, do
or be (or what kind of life they can lead), the source of interpersonal variations in conversion can
be numerous and powerful (Sen, 1992: 37).
Thus, it is as important to examine an individual’s capability set, the range of freedoms, or
capabilities, to live in ways they have reason to value as it is to examine the actual ways in
which people are living. Sen uses the term functioning(s) to denote the way(s) people are
actually living.
So, in Sen’s capability approach, commodities may be converted into capabilities (well-
being freedom) and then into functionings (well-being achievement).4 The process is contin-
uous and iterative with the possibility of developing new capabilities and functionings as
time goes on.5 In educational terms, commodities may include the availability of educational
institutions and trained teachers. Capabilities could include the freedom to be educated by
enrolling in one of these institutions and participating as a learner. The ensuing functionings
Hart 3
might include the ability to read and write, which in turn could lead to the development of
new capabilities and functionings. However, what may seem like a straightforward linear
process is actually far more complex and ‘conversion factors’ may be at play throughout the
process of an individual’s capability and functioning development. In order to understand
these conversion factors further, and how they may contribute to increasing and decreasing
educational inequalities, we turn to Bourdieu.
Pierre Bourdieu and insights into conversion factors
There are two key contributions that Bourdieu’s toolbox of sociological concepts makes to
augment Sen’s thinking in relation to the conversion of commodities to capabilities and, in
turn, capabilities into functionings. First, Bourdieu introduced the idea of different forms of
capital rather than solely the economic form of capital used elsewhere. His conceptualisation
of capital enriches the understanding of the body of commodities and resources that may be
converted into what Sen terms, capabilities. Second, conversion factors are at play at all
stages in the cycle, and Bourdieu offered the possibility of a deeper sociological theorisation
of the interplay of these conversion factors than has hitherto been explicated. His theoretical
work complements Sen’s capability approach by offering a more socially dynamic under-
standing of the conversion factors helping and hindering the development of capabilities.6
Bourdieu’s contribution stems from his conceptualisation of the interactions of an individ-
ual’s habitus within fields of action. This offers a strong sociological framework, and impor-
tantly, a conceptualisation of power relations. Each of Bourdieu’s concepts of forms of
capital, habitus and field is illuminated in the following discussion and connections are
made with Sen’s capability approach to form the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework
illustrated later in Figure 2.
Forms of capital
Bourdieu argued that an individual’s social position is influenced not only by economic
capital but also by other forms of capital including social, cultural and symbolic capital and
his work is useful in considering social difference in more complex terms. ‘It is in fact
impossible to account for the structure and functioning of the social world unless one
reintroduces capital in all its forms and not solely in the one form recognised by economic
theory’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 241). Economic capital may be generated through inherited wealth,
family income or engagement in the economy for financial return. Social capital is accrued
through social networks, the family and wider community interactions. Symbolic capital is
manifested as individual prestige and authority (Bourdieu, 1986, 2009). Bourdieu also drew
a distinction between acquired and inherited capital. He remarks, ‘the possessors of strong
educational capital who have also inherited strong cultural capital. . .enjoy a dual title to
cultural nobility, the self-assurance of legitimate membership and the ease given by famil-
iarity’ (Bourdieu, 2010: 74).
Different forms of capital might also be leveraged from beyond the individual’s imme-
diate family through wider community networks, agencies or the state. Hence, it is not easy
to fix a person’s social position and potential simply by considering their level of qualifica-
tion, amount of money in their bank account or the area where they live. Inherited capital
may play out in educational contexts through family economic capital being used to secure
children’s private education, individual tutoring or payment for extra-curricular activities,
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which in turn ‘purchase’ added status, kudos and confidence for the offspring. Thus one
form of capital might be transferred from parent to child, before being ‘cashed in’ for new
forms of cultural, educational and emotional capital deemed valuable in the child’s devel-
opment in a competitive field. UNESCO (2017: 143) report that ‘children from the poorest
households are less likely to experience home activities that promote learning’ and therefore
may feel they are starting ‘behind’ their wealthier counterparts. Indeed at the harshest end of
the spectrum capital transfer processes could lead to what may be viewed as a negative
transfer of capital, for example where a family is destitute and reliant on children to support
older and infirm members. In essence, Bourdieu’s forms of capital could be likened to
currencies but where individuals may be in receipt of debt as well as ‘inherited’ wealth
and where some will undoubtedly benefit more than others in terms of recognised and
valued ‘currencies’.
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field are also positioned as key to understanding the
social complexity and inter-relationships of conversion factors in the Sen-Bourdieu
Analytical Framework. Let us turn next to explore habitus and then consider the combined
impact of habitus and capital on an individual’s experiences in different fields of action. This
will lead onto further discussion of the mechanisms involved in converting forms of capital
and converting capital into capabilities.
Habitus
Bourdieu introduced the concept of individual ‘habitus’ to describe the cultural and familial
roots from which a person grows. Bourdieu explained that habitus ‘operates below the level
of calculation and consciousness’ and that the ‘conditions of existence’ influence the forma-
tion of the habitus which is manifested in the agent’s ‘tastes’, practises and works, thus
constituting a particular lifestyle (Bourdieu, 2010: 167). Habitus is constituted by an indi-
vidual’s embodied dispositions manifested in the way they view the world. An individual’s
habitus is developing from the beginning of life in relation to the social milieu of their home
and family life. ‘The habitus is necessity internalised and converted into a disposition that
generates meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions’ (Bourdieu, 2010: 166). In
education this might mean, for example, that where a family has no history of education
beyond primary or secondary level, the individual concerned may have a disposition that
predisposes them to leave school early in line with familial traditions.
Bourdieu highlighted two key aspects of habitus, particularly relevant to understanding
young people’s relations with the field of education. Bourdieu remarked that an individual’s
position in terms of social relations in the field is influenced by their ability to perform in
appropriate ways in a given environment (field) by alignment with the recognised ‘tastes’ or
‘preferences’ associated with that social space. In addition, the individual may benefit from
being able to distinguish which of the tastes, practises and preferences of others are repre-
sentative of the particular field.
It is in the two capacities which define the habitus, the capacity to produce classifiable practices
and works, and the capacity to differentiate and appreciate these practices and products (taste),
that the represented social world, i.e. the space of lifestyles, is constituted (Bourdieu, 2010: 166).
The experiences of individuals may depend significantly on habitus and characteristics such
as gender, ethnicity, ability and so forth. Some of the tastes, preferences and practices
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learners might be ‘judged’ on could include dialect or accent, branded clothing, possession
of digital devices such as mobile phones, ethnicity, appearance, migrant status or ability.
Bourdieu goes to considerable lengths to convey the importance of time in developing
habitus and forms of capital indicating that ‘catching up’ through education policy and
practice interventions is difficult if the groundwork has not occurred at the early, and gen-
erally family-led, stages of socialisation. This suggests that there may be an element of
inevitability in terms of processes of social reproduction and Bourdieu is frequently posi-
tioned as taking a deterministic stance. However, Bourdieu describes his own life as one
where, coming from a less privileged French rural background, he was still able to be
successful at the highest levels of the French education system. It is important also to
note, however, that exceptions to the rule may serve to maintain an unequal status quo
and preserve structural inequalities, such as those related to social class; and Reay (2017),
among others, has strongly argued this point. Bourdieu and Passeron write,
the traditionalism of family pedagogic action (PA) which, entrusted with the earliest phase of
upbringing, tends to realise more fully the tendencies of all PA and is thus able, even in modern
societies, to fulfil the role of a conservatory of inherited traditions; or in the inertia of educa-
tional institutions, whose essential functions always leads them to self-reproduce as unchanged
as possible, like traditional societies (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2000: 32).
Thus, the extent to which habitus becomes a determining conversion factor in an individ-
ual’s future direction is somewhat unclear and yet this question underpins debates about
how best to tackle inequalities in education and in society more generally. If it is inevitable
that an individual will be guided by their ingrained habitus or swayed by corrupt or inert
institutions, then one may argue that no amount of social engineering through educational
programmes will make any difference. If, on the other hand, one believes that habitus
continues to develop across the life course and could be influenced to a degree by different
communities, institutional habituses, or by seeing alternative ways of being (through media,
peers and so on), then perhaps this tips the balance in favour of proactive social and edu-
cational policy. This could take the tack of a ‘deficit’ model that aims to make up for
‘deficiencies’ in an individual’s habitus. A more equitable and democratic approach might
be to develop more inclusive understandings of what constitutes success in education, valued
knowledge and ways of being and to actively seek to challenge the status quo. In order to
explore the idea of social action occurring within power-charged fields, let us now turn to the
third key concept in Bourdieu’s sociology that contributes to the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical
Framework, that of field.
Field
Sen recognises that
. . .the conversion of commodity-characteristics into personal achievements of functionings
depends on a variety of factors – personal and social. . .in the case of achievements involving
social behaviour and entertaining friends and relatives, the functioning will depend on such
influences as (1) the nature of the social conventions in force in the society in which the person
lives, (2) the position of the person in the family and in the society, (3) the presence or absence of
6 Policy Futures in Education 0(0)
festivities such as marriages and other occasions such as funerals, (4) the physical distance from
the homes of friends and relatives, and so on (Sen, 1999: 17–18).
However, Sen’s analysis is sociologically limited and here Bourdieu offers a much richer
insight into how social relations operate. Bourdieu’s dynamic concept of field comes from
the French ‘le champ’, which has been used to describe ‘an area of land, a battlefield and a
field of knowledge’ (Thompson, 2008: 68). Perhaps the middle definition is closest to
Bourdieu’s idea of a social competitive space. Bourdieu identified his concept of field in
part as ‘a configuration of relations’ between individuals and institutions that are essentially
mediated by different forms of capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 72). An individual’s
self, identity, aspirations and ultimately capabilities are developed in and through interac-
tion with different fields. Indeed, individuals experience the interaction of diverse cultural
norms, values, and power relations in the various fields they encounter. For example,
bi-lingual skills may be developed in a multicultural home environment, whereas in an
educational setting an individual may be expected to use an ‘additional language’ to com-
municate rather than their preferred primary language. This might reduce their sense of
confidence, belonging and impact on their sense of identity.
Bourdieu’s notion of ‘field’ is helpful in conceptualising conversion factors that may work
to help and hinder individuals in achieving ways of living they have reason to value. For
some, the field will operate in their favour where their tastes, preferences and position in the
‘game’ play to their advantage. In contrast, others may find themselves marginalised, ‘stand-
ing out’ or ‘a fish out of water’, negatively impacting on their potential for well-being
achievement.7 Mills (2008) has argued for the ‘transformative potential of Bourdieu’s the-
oretical constructs’. She suggests that ‘teachers can draw upon a variety of cultural capitals
to act as agents of transformation rather than reproduction’ (Mills, 2008: 79). That is to say
that if more teachers were to become conscious of the dominant role of educational insti-
tutions, and themselves, in privileging a cultural arbitrary, at the expense of non-elite
groups, then they may be moved to act in more socially just ways. This may entail using
their status, position and all other forms of capital at their disposal to work in favour of
those disadvantaged by the system and to challenge processes that lead to symbolic violence
and oppression. Let us consider further, then, the conversion of different forms of capital
both by learners and the other individuals with whom they may interact.
The conversion of different forms of capital. An individual may be deemed more or less ‘well off’
or ‘advantaged’ dependent on their portfolio of economic, cultural, symbolic and other
forms of capital. However, Bourdieu noted that this would overlook a crucial problem.
Bourdieu argued that despite the fact that individuals from all walks of life may accrue
cultural capital via education credentials, what mattered was their differential ability to
convert cultural capital into other forms of capital. Hence, two individuals achieving the
same qualification from the same institution may yield different ‘rates of profit’ from their
‘scholastic investment’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 243). This connects with Sen’s (1992) work on the
variation in individuals’ abilities to convert resources into functionings (well-being achieve-
ment) or ways of living they have reason to value. This means that although learners,
teachers and others may accumulate transfers of capital or develop their own capital (e.g.
through education, employment), this does not mean they will be able to readily convert the
capital into alternate forms.
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The conversion of capital into capability. In considering the notion of advantage, from Sen’s
capability perspective, Bourdieu’s forms of capital may be seen as commodities that might
be converted into capabilities. Figure 1 incorporates Bourdieu’s forms of capital in this
respect. Sen’s capability approach highlights a second crucial issue in determining a person’s
advantage based on the accumulation of different forms of capital. It is necessary to consider
the extent to which different forms of capital can be converted into capabilities; that is to say,
the freedom to pursue ways of being and doing that the individual has reason to value.
Bourdieu theorised that capital may be accumulated through inter-generational transfers
of different forms of capital from adults to their offspring. This was linked to the possibility
of a family drawing on one form of capital in order to generate another form and transfer
different forms of capital to offspring. For example, economic capital might be converted
into cultural capital through the purchase of books and resources as well as participation in
culture-rich activities. Marjoribanks later claimed that Bourdieu placed a strong emphasis
on the amount and kinds of capital that, for example, an individual’s family had and how
this allowed an individual to secure an advantage (Marjoribanks, 2002). However,
Marjoribanks argued that family capital is not sufficient to guarantee the advantage of
an individual. He argued that what was crucial was the combination of ‘capital volume
and adult–child interactions’ and the opportunities an individual had to enable them to
access the capital accrued within the family (Marjoribanks, 2002: 7). For example, a highly
educated literate parent might pass on cultural capital through spending time reading with
their child but a busy or disinterested, yet highly educated, parent might not
(Marjoribanks, 1998).
Not all children are able to access family capital. For example, this is borne out by a
study on the lives of children living and working on the street in Bangladesh (Serrokh, 2011:
181). The argument can be extrapolated to other fields such as school, community and so
on. Hence, in order for a child to benefit from family capital (or school or ‘community’
capital) it is necessary for a process of transfer or conversion to take place. Thus it cannot be
assumed that any or all offspring will benefit from their family’s capital. Regarding school
achievement, Marjoribanks concluded:
in families, the potentially valuable social capital related to a child’s successful schooling
includes, (a) the amount and quality of interest, support, encouragement and knowledge
Conversion factors
Commodities 
and forms of 
family capital
Further 
capabilities & 
functioning
FunctioningsCapabilities 
Figure 1. The process of commodity–capability–functioning conversion in Sen’s capability approach,
including Bourdieu’s forms of capital.
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other family members have about education and (b) the extent that such resources are trans-
mitted to the child in interactions with family members. (Marjoribanks, 2002: 12)
Marjoribanks’ argument resonates well with the capability approach where expanding capa-
bilities depends on the conversion of commodities into capabilities. Not all children are
situated in a family setting, and for those in families the context and dynamic is not static.
For example, Padron and Ballet (2011: 166) refer to the transitional status of children, using
the example of children ‘not yet on the street’. This idea of transitional status can also be
applied to the family setting where children experience shared-custody arrangements, inter-
mittently lodging with different parents and respective partners.8 Other circumstances lead-
ing to the separation of children from their families temporarily or permanently include
domestic violence, war, illness, death and criminal actions. Thus, even where children are
living long term with one or more parents, the nature of the relationship with parents is not
guaranteed to be nurturing. Moreover, relationships are likely to fluctuate over a young
person’s life course, perhaps as they seek independence and potentially encounter conflict
with parental views on contentious issues. In other words, we cannot take the familial status
of children to exist, to have longevity or consistency, or be positive in nature.
Activation of capital. Even if an individual is able to accrue different forms of capital from their
family, Laureau and Horvat (1999) have argued for recognition of the difference between
the possession and activation of capital and shown that despite large volumes of economic,
social or cultural capital, this does not guarantee the achievement of desired outcomes. For
example, it is also necessary to learn how to apply different forms of cultural capital in
different fields. Knowing when and how to deploy particular forms of capital, and being
skilful and confident to do so, requires learning unwritten rules, and yet, is vital for max-
imising the activation of capital. Erickson has argued that in the private sector, ‘the most
widely useful cultural resource is cultural variety[,] and social network variety is a better
source of cultural variety than class itself’ (Erickson, 1996: 217).
Thus, there a two-stage process is required to convert the commodities of ‘family (and
others) forms of capital’ into individual capabilities (Figure 2). The first stage requires
the conversion of family (and others’) forms of capital into individual capital, as given in
Figure 2(A). This might include, for example, giving offspring financial help towards their
education, support with homework or access to informal learning opportunities. The capital
may come from family members, but also other benefactors including the wider community
(local/national/global), institutions (educational and non-educational), or a state (one’s own
or another). The second stage requires the conversion of individual capital commodities into
capabilities, as given in Figure 2(B). This can be understood as both achieving the capability
to be educated through the respective finance, support, and access received as well as the
consequent capabilities derived thereafter.
At points (A), (B), and (C) there is potentially the need to convert one form of capital into
another in order to ultimately develop a capability; for example, using family economic
capital to pay for extra-curricular activities that contribute to a child’s cultural capital
(attending art galleries, theatre trips, overseas residential experiences), which may later be
converted into the capability to pursue a range of careers and to mix comfortably in dif-
ferent fields. Indeed, the individual will often need to exercise a degree of decision-making,
within a social context, in order to determine which combination of capabilities is finally
converted into functionings, as seen in Figure 2(C).
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The individual may also choose to convert one or more forms of capital in order to
impact on others as well as themselves. This has particular relevance for thinking about
teacher training and school leader development in terms of the possible ways in which their
individual, or institutional forms of capital may be transferred or converted in order to
support students. For example, school funds might be used for additional activities per-
ceived to build children’s cultural capital and to support the development of future capa-
bilities. Significantly, Reay et al. (2001) have argued that ‘institutional habitus’ is mobilised
differently for pupils related to how well they fit the dominant institutional culture. Greater
awareness of this potential bias may help schools to reduce educational inequalities and to
direct resources, and the transfer and activation of forms of capital, in ways that seek to
benefit the most disadvantaged students.
Assuming an individual is able to successfully convert family (or others’) capital10 into
individual capital, the capability approach still questions traditional notions of advantage
and thus highlights the importance of the freedom to achieve valued ways of being and
doing as well as achievement itself. The concept of ‘capability’ helps to demonstrate that
possessing individual capital is not an indicator of freedom to achieve well-being. An indi-
vidual may be well-educated, rich and knowledgeable of perceived high culture but may not
be able to achieve the valued functioning of being well-liked because they lack the ability or
knowledge of how to use their capital commodities effectively to achieve this goal. Thus,
despite a child’s growing capital portfolio, they may be unable or at least constrained in
converting capital into capability. Let us turn now to discuss how the conversion factors
work in combination and might impact on the three areas of educational access, experience
and outcomes highlighted earlier.
Access to education. There are a number of common points where children need to access new
learning opportunities, be that starting kindergarten, entry to primary or secondary school-
ing or transition to college or university. For children who move during their studies or have
breaks due to illness, conflict, natural disaster and the like, there will also be times when
Family (& 
others) 
forms of 
capital  
Accrual and 
possession of 
individual forms 
of capital; access 
to services & 
commodies 
Capabilies  
Activation, transfer and possible 
conversion of  
family forms of capital; influence of 
habitus and field (A)
Activation, transfer and possible 
conversion of individual 
forms of capital; influence of habitus 
and field (B)
Funconings 
Activation, transfer and possible 
conversion of individual 
forms of capital; influence of habitus 
and field (C) 
Figure 2. Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework, building on Hart (2012).9
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re-entry to educational processes occurs. The problem is that not all children will enjoy
equal opportunities to access quality learning opportunities. They may be limited by where
they live, the cost of getting to school, school provisions and in some cases, the cost of
tuition. They may not understand or feel confident to navigate application processes, espe-
cially for tertiary education. Transport options may be limited or dangerous, and in some
cultures there may be social or economic barriers to participation in education. So although,
in capability terms, the ‘resource’ of a school may be present in a particular locality, this
does not mean that all children can ‘convert’ that resource into the capability for education.
Hundreds of thousands of people worldwide live in extreme circumstances that impact on
their health capability and their physical capability to attend and make use of educational
opportunities. The UNDP reports that:
One person in nine in the world is hungry, and one in three is malnourished. About 15 million
girls a year marry before age 18, one every two seconds. Worldwide 18,000 people a day die
because of air pollution, and HIV infects 2 million people a year. Every minute an average of 24
people are displaced from their home (UNDP, 2016: 5).
Experiences of education. Learners’ experiences of education will vary depending on their own
psychological and physical state, their interactions with others and wider institutional and
environmental constraints. In other cases, there may be in-country differences in educational
experience due to school location with UNESCO reporting that, ‘computers in rural schools
are less likely to be connected to the internet and, for example, in Colombia, the Dominican
Republic and Mexico, computers in city schools are twice as likely to be connected’ (2017:
226). In areas experiencing conflict or natural disasters, children may be prevented from
attending school for prolonged periods, buildings may suffer damage, and teachers may be
absent. Children who feel a sense of entitlement to their education and who are taught in
language codes that reflect their own tastes and distinctions will fare better than children
who feel out of place and who do not recognise the cultural norms of their educational
institution. Children who have the capability to ‘appear in public without shame’11 and are
able to fit in with peers, for example, by having the ‘right’ trainers, mobile phone, taste in
music and so forth, will have a different experience of education compared to their counter-
parts who lack these capabilities. The same applies in relation to one’s perceived ability and
performance in school, the degree to which individuals experience feelings of affiliation,
recognition, a sense of belonging and so forth. One can argue that access and activation of
cultural, economic and symbolic capital can help to develop these capabilities. Thus,
unequal distribution, and access to capital in all its forms will impact on inequalities in
educational experience. For example, it is well documented in the United Kingdom, and
elsewhere, that undergraduate student ‘experience’ is not homogenous across institutions or
courses, and the lifestyles of students are socially constructed in power-laden contexts in
which individuals experience different degrees of power and agency (Brennan and Osborne,
2008; Reay, 2010; Reay et al., 2009; Vignoles and Powdthavee, 2010).
Outcomes of education. Inequalities are evident in the transitions of young people from school
and college to the wider world with similar conversion factors at play as those described
above. Some individuals, despite their qualifications, may be perceived as ‘not fitting in’, for
instance, because of a perceived lack of cultural capital. Some individuals may find it easier
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to secure work experience and job opportunities through family, school or university-related
networks. Others may find it difficult to take up unpaid internship opportunities that may
lead to prestigious job opportunities because they lack the economic capital to live without
wages or to travel to where opportunities exist. Some inequalities are related to specific
personal attributes such as race, gender, age and disability. For example, gender inequalities
are prolific, with the 2016 Human Development Report indicating
. . .in all regions women have a longer life expectancy than do men, and in most regions girls’
expected years of schooling are similar to those of boys. Yet in all regions women consistently
have, on average, a lower Human Development Index (HDI) value than do men. The largest
difference is in South Asia, where the female HDI value is 20 per cent lower than the male HDI
value. . .there are 100 countries where women are prevented from pursuing some careers only
because of their gender (UNDP, 2016: 5–6).
This clearly indicates that even if educational institutions were able to offer more equitable
opportunities and experiences to all learners, the external environment will continue to play
a key role in whether individuals are able to flourish and develop freedoms to pursue lives
they have reason to value.
Sen’s capability approach offers some ethical principles to apply in approaches to devel-
oping and evaluating systems of education. Bourdieu’s sociological concepts provide an
ideal partner to these organising principles by offering tools for in-depth analysis and
understanding of the social context in which education takes place. Bourdieu’s ‘logic of
practice’ offers valuable insights into the very physical movement of young people between
family and education-oriented fields. The ‘game’ is played out quite visibly through these
transitory movements of students to and from their homes and formalised places of learn-
ing. Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ opens a door of perception into the less visible world of
agents’ minds and decision-making processes. Bourdieu has been criticised for being overly
deterministic, identifying elements of the habitus as unconscious and the societal structures
as enduring constraints leading to the social reproduction of inequalities between social
classes. However, Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of game-playing in the field is dynamic
rather than static. Perhaps more importantly, Bourdieu’s work offers us understanding of
human action and interaction that allows the unconscious to become conscious. From this
perspective, he indicates that through consciousness, resistance and struggle, changes are
possible. The challenge is to decide whether the risk of consciousness, and the potential
pursuit of change and resistance, is worth taking. This depends, at least to some extent, on
whether policy-makers and practitioners are willing to support the struggle of
young learners.
Conclusion
The discussion has aimed to expand the space for evaluating sources of injustice in relation
to education by drawing on Sen and Bourdieu’s conceptual thinking. By considering
Bourdieu’s forms of capital, we gain insight into the multiple sources of advantage that
different individuals may be able to draw upon beyond the range of commonly understood
commodities, good and services. We recognise that some individuals will be disadvantaged
by their lack of access to different forms of capital or even by the burden of negative capital.
In turn, Sen’s notion of capability expands our evaluation of a successful education system
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to include the extent to which individuals are able to develop the freedom to pursue lives
they have reason to value, in addition to observing educational achievements. Capability
theorists highlight the role of conversion factors in supporting and hindering the develop-
ment of freedoms and achievements, and Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘habitus’ and ‘field’ allow
us to understand the complexity of how these factors operate. This yields insights that may
begin to inform future policy and practice to pursue greater social justice in and through our
educational processes. Perhaps a key tension between Bourdieu and Sen is that Bourdieu
seems more pessimistic regarding the static nature of structural inequalities and the limited
power of individuals to eliminate their unjust effects. Bourdieu positions education systems
as guilty parties in the perpetuation of a cultural arbitrary and as purveyors of symbolic
violence12 that serve to maintain and reproduce the status quo. That is to say, that certain
cultural practices, knowledges, tastes and dispositions are embraced, at the expense of the
subordination of others. Sen, on the other hand, recognises that without a pluralistic view of
inequality that takes account of people’s freedoms as well as their achievements, we will not
be able to adequately uncover the injustices many are subjected to, often without knowing.
Sen’s position of seeking to reduce obvious injustices whilst accepting that perfect (tran-
scendental) justice is perhaps beyond mortal reach offers a more optimistic view of individ-
ual and group agency. We may not be able to overcome all structural inequalities in one fell
swoop but, rather than attempting to produce a perfect institutional structure (an infinite
task), we may be able to make some progress by focussing on the lives people are actually
living, and using this as the focus for reducing inequality (Sen, 1992, 2010).13
The Sen-Bourdieu Analytical Framework deepens understanding of the dynamic social
(and psychological) processes involved in the development of an individual’s capabilities and
the possible roles of educational systems and processes in helping as well as constraining
human flourishing. In synthesising the thinking of Sen and Bourdieu, an argument has been
made for the importance of developing capabilities as well as considering the distribution of
resources, encouraging policy makers and practitioners to strive to ensure that, as far as
possible, individuals are free to choose a life they have reason to value.
Regarding practice, becoming conscious of the roles of educational institutions in the
perpetuation of injustices and oppression is a first step on a long journey of development.
Measuring inequality using Sen’s concepts of capabilities and functionings will illuminate
pathways for addressing some of the most prevalent and deep inequalities that currently
dampen individual aspiration and capability formation. Innovative pedagogies are called for
that seek to work more collaboratively than competitively and that resonate with Friere’s
notion of dialogic action (1996). In other words, the oppressed need to consciously become
part of the resolution of the injustices perpetuated through structural inequalities, and the
symbolic violence and cultural arbitrary foregrounded by Bourdieu and Passeron (2000).
The development of educational curricula and pedagogical practices, drawing on a capabil-
ity approach, are discussed in a growing number of texts (Boni and Walker, 2013; Hart and
Brando, 2018; Walker, 2006; Walker and McLean, 2015). A key challenge is to think further
about how to respond to the pessimistic picture emerging from Bourdieu’s analysis of social
reproduction and oppression inherent in current educational practices.
Educational policy must go hand in hand with practice developments. Education policy
has a dominant focus on the development and education of children and young people. This
paper specifically avoided narrowing the discussion solely to children since there are huge
numbers of adult learners too. Notwithstanding this, children are often positioned as vul-
nerable and in need of special protection, leading to paternalistic policies that assume
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children are unable to have autonomy or represent their own interests. This position has
been disputed by several authors who instead assert children’s rights to have a voice in
matters that concern them, according to their capacity and maturity, and who assert the
potential of many children to exercise agency and practical reason (Ballet, Biggeri and
Comim, 2011; Hart et al., 2014; Hart and Brando, 2018). The implications of the wider
external constraints on the outcomes of education, for instance, related to employment
discrimination, call for policies to be intersectional, operating across education, employment
and other aspects of social, commercial, legal and political life. For example, employment
practices need to be subject to better regulation and scrutiny with clear pathways for cases of
discrimination to be legally addressed, without penalty to victims. Moreover, much work
needs to be done to change culturally entrenched attitudes and dispositions that unfairly
lead to disadvantage.
Finally, in terms of research, Bourdieu argued that
. . .it is only by making a second break, this time with the illusion of the neutrality and inde-
pendence of the school system with respect to the structure of class relations, that it becomes
possible to question research into examinations so as to discover what examinations hide and
what research into examinations only helps to hide by distracting inquiry from the elimination
which takes place without examination (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2000: 141).
Thus the synthesis of Sen and Bourdieu’s perspectives within the Sen-Bourdieu Analytical
Framework calls for a new order of questions and enquiry to challenge the status quo and
normative perceptions of educational processes. This has profound implications for our
research endeavours, and the questions we ask, as much as for our policies and practices.
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Notes
1. See Hart (2018) for further discussion of the relationship of education to wider Sustainable
Development Goals.
2. See, for example, the Human Development Reports published by the UNDP (2016), the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2018), and the UNESCO Global Education Monitoring
Reports (UNESCO, 2017, 2018).
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3. See Sen in Brighouse and Robeyns (2011) for further discussion of the contrasts and complemen-
tarities of Sen and Rawls’ work.
4. See Sen (1992, 1999), Robeyns (2005: 98), Vaughan (2007: 115), Hart (2012, 2016, 2018), and Hart
and Brando (2018) for further discussion.
5. This is a deliberately simplified explanation to help maintain the focus on the synergy with
Bourdieu’s work later in the paper. Elsewhere I have argued that education may enhance or
diminish capabilities so well-being achievement is not necessarily cumulative, it can improve or
deteriorate across the life course. See Hart (2009, 2018). See Robeyns (2005), Vaughan (2007), and
Ballet, Biggeri and Comim (2011) for further schematic representations of the relationship of
commodities, capabilities and functionings.
6. Again, this is a simplification of wider related issues, for the purposes of clarity regarding selected
key concepts from Sen and Bourdieu. For further discussion of aspirations and human develop-
ment, see Appadurai (2004), Hart (2012, 2016), and Hart and Brando (2018).
7. See Reay (2010), Reay et al. (2009), and Power et al. (2003) for further discussion of students’
experiences of fitting in or standing out in educational settings.
8. Some years ago, I met a young woman who described the dislocation of having two biological
parents, three step-mothers, and two step-fathers in addition to step-siblings.
9. Other work by Hart (2012, 2016) shows how the capability to aspire as a meta-capability fits into
this framework between commodities and capabilities. It is omitted here for simplicity in discus-
sing the synergy of Sen and Bourdieu in more general terms.
10. For simplicity, the discussion focusses on family capital only, but an argument could be made for
Bourdieu’s forms of capital being potentially made available through wider community networks
and institutions. For example, different forms of capital may be acquired or made available to
individuals through participation in private schooling or affiliation to religious bodies and asso-
ciated practices.
11. See Sen (1983) for further discussion.
12. See Bourdieu and Passeron (2000) for further discussion of these concepts.
13. This contrasts with others such as Deneulin et al. (2006), who argue that more attention should be
given to ‘transforming unjust structures’.
ORCID iD
Caroline Sarojini Hart http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3732-5947
References
Appadurai A (2004) The capacity to aspire: Culture and the terms of recognition. In: Rao V and
Walton M (eds) Culture and Public Action. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Ballet J, Biggeri M and Comim F (eds) (2011) Children’s agency and the capability approach: A
conceptual framework. In: Children and the Capability Approach. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, pp. 22–45.
Boni A and Walker M (eds) (2013) Human Development and Capabilities: Re-imagining the University
of the Twenty-First Century. New York: Routledge.
Bourdieu P (1986) The forms of capital. In: Richardson J (ed.) Handbook of Theory and Research for
the Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood.
Bourdieu P (2009) The Logic of Practice. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bourdieu P (2010) Distinction. London: Routledge.
Bourdieu P and Passeron J-C (2000) Reproduction in Education, Society & Culture. 2nd Ed.
London: SAGE.
Bourdieu P and Wacquant L (1992) Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Cambridge: Polity.
Brennan J and Osborne M (2008) Higher education’s many diversities: Of students, institutions and
experiences; and outcomes? Research Papers in Education 23(2): 179–190.
Hart 15
Brighouse H and Robeyns I (eds) (2011) Measuring Justice – Primary Goods and Capabilities.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Brighouse H and Unterhalter E (2011) Education for primary goods or capabilities? In: Brighouse H
and Robeyns I (eds) Measuring Justice – Primary Goods and Capabilities. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Deneulin S, Nebel M and Sagovsky N (eds) (2006) Transforming Unjust Structures – The Capability
Approach. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer.
Erickson BH (1996) Culture, class and connections. The American Journal of Sociology 102
(1): 217–251.
Friere P (1996) Pedagogy of the Oppressed (M B Ramos, transl). London: Penguin.
Hart CS (2009) Quo vadis? The capability space and new directions for the philosophy of educational
research. Studies in Philosophy & Education 28(5): 391–402.
Hart CS (2012) Aspirations, Education and Social Justice: Applying Sen and Bourdieu.
London: Bloomsbury.
Hart CS (2014) Introduction. In: Hart C S, Biggeri M and Babic B (eds) Agency and Participation in
Childhood and Youth: International Applications of the Capability Approach Inside and Outside of
Schools. London: Bloomsbury.
Hart CS (2016) How do aspirations matter? Journal of Human Development and Capabilities
17(3): 324–341.
Hart CS (2018) Education, capabilities and sustainable development. In: Comim F, Fennell S and
Anand PB (eds) New Frontiers of the Capability Approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, Chapter 25.
Hart CS, Biggeri M and Babic B (eds) (2014) Agency and Participation in Childhood and Youth:
International Applications of the Capability Approach Inside and Outside of Schools.
London: Bloomsbury.
Hart CS and Brando N (2018) A capability approach to children’s well-being, agency and participa-
tory rights in education. European Journal of Education 53(3): 293–309.
Laureau A and Horvat E M (1999) Moments of social inclusion and exclusion, race, class and cultural
capital in family school relationships. Sociology of Education 72(1): 37–53.
Marjoribanks K (1998) Family background, social and academic capital and adolescents’ aspirations:
A mediational analysis. Social Psychology of Education 2: 177–197.
Marjoribanks K (2002) Family and School Capital: Towards a Context Theory of Students’ School
Outcomes. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer.
Mills C (2008) Reproduction and transformation of inequalities in schooling: The transformative
potential of the theoretical constructs of Bourdieu. British Journal of Sociology of Education
29(1): 79–89.
Padron MH and Ballet J (2011) Children’s agency and the capability approach: a conceptual frame-
work. In: Biggeri M, Ballet J and Comim F (eds) Children and the Capability
Approach. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Power S, Edwards T, Whitty G et al. (2003) Education and the Middle Class. Buckingham: Open
University Press.
Rawls J (1971) A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Reay D (2010) Fitting in or standing out: Working-class students in UK higher education. British
Education Research Journal 36(1): 107–124.
Reay D (2017) Miseducation. Bristol: Polity Press.
Reay D, Crozier G and Clayton J (2009) Strangers in paradise? Working-class students in elite uni-
versities. Sociology 43(6): 1103–1121.
Reay D, David M and Ball S (2001) Making a difference? Institutional habituses and higher education
choice. Sociological Research Online 5(4). Available at: http://www.socresonline.org.uk/5/4/reay.
html (accessed 5 March 2018).
16 Policy Futures in Education 0(0)
Robeyns I (2005) The capability approach: A theoretical survey. Journal of Human Development
6(1): 93–114.
Sen AK (1983) Poor, relatively speaking. Oxford Economic Papers, New Series. 35(2): 153–169.
Sen AK (1985) Well-being, agency and freedom. The Dewey lectures, 1984. Journal of Philosophy
82(4): 169–221.
Sen AK (1992) Inequality Re-Examined. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Sen AK (1999) Development as Freedom. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sen AK (2010) The place of capability in a theory of justice. In: Brighouse H and Robeyns I (eds)
Measuring Justice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Serrokh B (2011) Micro-finance, street children and the capability approach: Is micro-finance an
appropriate tool to address the street children issue? In: Biggeri M., Ballet J. and Comim F.
(eds) Children and the Capability Approach. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Thompson P (2008) Field. In: Grenfell M (ed) Pierre Bourdieu. Key Concepts. Stocksfield: Acumen.
Trani J-F, Bakhshi P and Biggeri M (2011) Rethinking children’s disabilities through the capability
lens: A framework for analysis and policy implications. In: Biggeri M, Ballet J and Comim F (eds)
Children and the Capability Approach. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 245–270.
United Nations (UN) (2018) Quality Education – Why it Matters. Available at: https://www.un.org/
sustainabledevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/ENGLISH Why it Matters Goal 4 Quality
Education.pdf (accessed 20 April 2018).
United Nations Development Plan (UNDP) (2016) Human Development Report 2016 – Human
Development for Everyone. New York: UNDP.
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (2017) Global Education
Monitoring Report: Accountability in Education – Meeting our Commitments (2nd Ed).
Paris: UNESCO.
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (2018) Institute for
Statistics (2018) Factsheet no. 48 UIS/FS/2018/ED/48. Available at: http://uis.unesco.org/sites/
default/files/documents/fs48-one-five-children-adolescents-youth-out-school-2018-en.pdf (accessed
20 April 2018).
Vaughan R (2007) Measuring capabilities: An example from girls’ schooling. In: Walker M and
Unterhalter E (eds) Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach and Social Justice in Education.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Vignoles A and Powdthavee N (2010) Diversity of experiences in higher education. In: David M. (ed)
Improving Learning by Widening Participation in Higher Education. London: Routledge.
Walker M (2006) Higher Education Pedagogies. A Capabilities Approach. Maidenhead: Open
University Press/SRHE.
Walker M and McLean M (2015) Professional Education, Capabilities and Contributions to the Public
Good. The Role of Universities in Promoting Human Development. London and New
York: Routledge.
Caroline Sarojini Hart received her PhD from the University of Cambridge and currently
holds post as lecturer in education studies at the University of Sheffield and affiliated lec-
turer in education at the University of Cambridge. She is joint education officer and a fellow
of the Human Development and Capability Association (www.hd-ca.org). Her principal
research interests concern human development and social justice, foregrounding in partic-
ular the role of education in relation to children’s aspirations, agency and well-being. Prior
to her research career, Caroline was a school teacher and an outdoor pursuits leader in the
UK and abroad.
Hart 17
